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Abstract
Restorative Approaches are a foundational mindset adopted in schools that focus on
fostering relationships and building a unified community that, in turn, mitigates harmful and
negative behavior. Restorative Practice is a positive, school-wide intervention system often
implemented within K-12 schools fitted into multiple, fluid tiers for the purpose of providing
increasing support throughout its levels. At its universal level, Restorative Practice aims to build
a school-wide community. From a restorative perspective, this can be achieved through
establishing high, consistent expectations, using affective language, and holding Community
Building Circles. This secondary study and thesis aims to add to the literature by analyzing
survey data (collected in a northern VT school district which I will refer to as “Lakeview
School”) with regard to students’ perceptions of their relationships and sense of belonging within
the context of a school implementing tier 1 Restorative Circles. I will further analyze how high
school students who have experienced tier 1 Circle implementation and report their sense of
belonging and quality of relationships.
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Introduction

Restorative Approaches are a foundational mindset adopted in schools that focus on
fostering relationships and building a unified community that, in turn, mitigates harmful and
negative behavior. Commonly referred to as Restorative Practices (RP) in an educational context,
the framework originally derives from the theory of Restorative Justice used within the criminal
justice system and has even further roots in global Indigenous religious and cultural ceremony
traditions (Umbreit & Armour, 2010). The levels and types of practices within Restorative
Approach can be viewed as both preventative and reactive, meaning that they are “predicated on
the positive relationships that students and adults have with one another…[which] facilitate a
positive school climate and learning environment” (Smith et. al, 2015, p. 4). When trust is
broken or harm is done within one of these relationships, further restorative conversations and
reactive processes may take place to heal and reflect on damage done with the intent of
rehabilitation. To make a clear distinction and for the sake of consistency, I plan to use the term
Restorative Practice (RP) rather than Restorative Approach. From my own perspective,
Restorative Approach is the all-encompassing term that describes the philosophical mindset that
helped develop and currently influences the specific practices implemented within a system.
González and colleagues (2018) acknowledge the range of terms utilized by the field to describe
restorative whole-school interventions including restorative interventions, restorative practices,
restorative discipline, and restorative justice as well as restorative approach. For the purposes of
this thesis, I will use the term restorative practice (RP) as it is the term utilized by the school
district that is the focus of my study.
RP is typically implemented within K-12 schools as a multi-tiered system for the
purpose of providing increasing support throughout its levels. The multi-tiered system of

7

support, typically structured as a three-tiered approach, is comprised of a universal level (tier 1),
targeted prevention level (tier 2), and an intensive, individualized prevention level (tier 3)
(Center on Positive Behavioral Interventions & Supports, 2022). The goals of implementing RP
as a school-wide initiative are interconnected, yet mainly work towards a student-centered,
personalized educational experience for all students with emphasis on relationships and
responsibility through a multi-tiered restorative approach (Kidde, 2017). At the “preventative” or
most universal level (tier 1), schools commonly use what are known as Restorative Circles. The
use of these circles, not just at an individual classroom level but as a school-wide initiative,
ultimately increases student accountability and agency, provides a designated space and time to
exercise social-emotional skills, build community, navigate differences, and strengthen peer-peer
and youth-adult relationships (Boyes-Watson & Pranis, 2015) .
At a more targeted level, RP is commonly used to rebuild trust in the classroom
community when harmful, disruptive, or unexpected behaviors occur. RP aims to determine the
root cause of behavior through facilitated discussion where the incident is thoroughly addressed
by both parties (I will refer to these parties as the “doer” and “victim”). These middle-tier,
targeted practices may be used to mediate and resolve peer-to-peer conflict. These practices
come in the form of restorative conversations, mini conferences, or problem-solving circles. The
most intensive, highest tier of RP includes family/group conferencing, harm and healing circles,
and re-entry circles (Thorsborne & Blood, 2013). Separating the action from the “doer” is one of
the main principles of RP- something that community circles can achieve through understanding
created through relationship building.
While the current narrative around behavior and discipline should be reevaluated and
switched to a Restorative Approach, traditional forms of exclusionary and punitive disciplinary-
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measures where students are suspended, expelled, and shamed for negative behaviors- still
prevail within the system. These existing exclusionary measures are an impediment to the goal of
equitable education; research shows that suspension and expulsion have proven to
disproportionately affect certain populations including students of color and students with
disabilities (Kervick et al, 2019). More specifically, the National Center for Learning Disabilities
(NCLD) reported in 2020 that “Black, Hispanic, and Native students often receive harsher
punishments in schools for the same behavior when compared to their White counterparts” and
that this disparity is even more apparent for students with disabilities (p. 5). Not only does
subtracting students from an environment hinder their ability to simply learn, but also diminishes
the student’s trust and confidence in their school, teachers, or peers that make up the school
system; this loss of trust ultimately perpetuates a disconnect between the student and their
education, leading to higher drop-out rates and/or the school-to-prison pipeline.
Scholars have begun to examine how school systems are implementing and utilizing RP
to address issues of discipline disproportionality and foster positive school climate. While
scholars are finding some promising indicators that RP has the potential to reduce exclusionary
discipline and foster stronger relationships between teachers and students (Gregory et. al, 2015),
there are also concerns about the accessibility and consistency of implementation (Kervick et. al,
2019). Within Vermont, policymakers have been concerned about data that suggests youth of
color and youth with disabilities were experiencing a widening achievement gap and
disproportionate levels of exclusionary discipline actions (Diaz, 2015) which prompted
legislation for schools to explore implementation of RP as a remedy for improving school
climate and remedying inequity. Recently, the state of Vermont has acknowledged concerns of
disciplinary equity and have created the Task Force on Equitable and Inclusive School
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Environments. This task force will more closely consider student cases and end all suspensions
and expulsions for minor offenses and collect data from Vermont public schools to make
informed plans, properly allocate resources, and measure the effectiveness of practices and
policies (Vermont Government Legislature, 2021). Overall, the goal is to promote educational
equity and positive school climates where all students can achieve. More broadly, RP should
address both improving relationships among students and teachers and between peers while
moving schools away from exclusionary disciplinary practices that contribute to inequity. This
thesis will specifically explore student perspectives on their relationships and sense of belonging
within one high school in the state of VT that has adopted RP as a remedy to discipline
disproportionality and to improve school climate.
In this thesis, I begin with a review of the literature, examining the trends and effects of
using exclusionary discipline measures and the resulting disparities it creates for certain student
populations including the impact of implicit bias. Next, I will provide an overview of the theory
of RP, common tier 1 RP strategies implemented in schools, and the ways in which RP can be
utilized in school-based racial equity work. I will then summarize selected findings from studies
that have examined outcomes related to RP implementation with a focus on cultural relevance
and equity. I will also explicate findings from recent literature that suggest RP cultivates a
positive school climate through creating, maintaining, and solidifying relationships while
providing a platform to exercise and develop social-emotional skills. Lastly, I will identify gaps
in the literature with regard to student perspectives on RP.

Literature Review
Exclusionary and Punitive Discipline in Public Schools
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Conflict will inevitably occur in the classroom, thus teachers should be properly trained
and equipped to help involved parties restore relationships. The way in which our current publicschool systems implement disciplinary action is influenced by our society’s beliefs and
perceptions around isolation and exclusion for the sake of maintaining order and control. The
Supportive School Discipline Initiative (2020) describes exclusionary discipline as “any type of
school disciplinary action that removes or excludes a student from his or her usual educational
setting” (p. 1). The two types of exclusionary discipline that schools primarily use are suspension
(in-school and out-of-school) and expulsion. While an educator may think the harsh punishment
of one student will set a precedent and standard for other students, what they fail to realize is that
this “...can negatively affect an entire school’s climate” (Smith et. al, 2015, p. 11).
Unfortunately, many teachers are overwhelmed and underprepared to juggle the academic,
social, and emotional components that make up classroom management. Students who disrupt or
create distractions in the classroom often receive office discipline referrals (ODRs). To
overwhelmed and improperly trained teachers, this short-term solution of subtracting the
perceived “problem” student(s) entirely from the learning environment is an easy fix. The
Vermont Agency of Education’s VTPBiS Annual Report for the 2013-2014 school year
describes that a school’s ODR data shows how frequently students are referred for disciplinary
action outside of the classroom over the school year. When the frequency of ODR administration
is higher, this means the accumulative time off-task is higher; less time in the classroom means
students are missing lessons and falling behind academically, perpetuating this unproductive
cycle (Vermont Agency of Education, 2014).
The reliance and frequency of using exclusionary and punitive discipline has proven to
result in negative effects that permeate both within and far beyond the education sphere.
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Arguments for the use of exclusionary discipline are varied, yet Skiba and colleagues (2016)
explicate what they believe are the three derived “meta-narratives'' that anchor its support: “(1)
the narrative of safety and order, (2) the narrative of concentrated poverty, and (3) the narrative
of culturally deficient norms of behavior among some students ( p. 7). The first narrative, safety
and order, is based on the myth that the recent increase in public school suspension and
expulsion rates is due to worsening student behavior (Skiba et. al, 2016). Increased rates of
suspension and expulsion are partially due to these measures being used for minor offenses,
defiance, and non-compliance. Actual incidents of danger in school that involve youth are
extremely rare. Since 1996, juvenile arrest rates have decreased by almost 50% (Diaz, 2015).
Low-level offenses that are met with unnecessary exclusionary action have desensitized students
to the intended severity of suspension and expulsion. There are cases in which physical safety is
threatened where exclusionary measures are constituted, but they should not be the default for
standard behavioral management.
The second narrative, concentrated poverty, blames solely socioeconomics for these
discipline disparities rather than race. Unpacking this belief starts with debunking the idea that
the discipline disparity (primarily affecting students of color and/or with disabilities) is only a
problem in underfunded schools within economically challenged communities (Skiba, et al,
2016). The consequential assumption is that these schools are given up on, disinvested, and left
with no choice but to remove students from the learning environment. The implication is “...that
educators in these more challenging contexts, characterized by a disproportionate number of
students of color, students with disabilities, and other marginalized student groups…” have to
use exclusionary discipline to best deal with students who have more demanding socialemotional needs (Skiba et. al, 2016, p. 9). This deficit-based idea places blame on the community
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and students rather than the system itself. In the next section of this review, I will expand on the
assertion that a combination of systemic racism and implicit bias have widened and continue to
maintain this gap and disparity of discipline, not poverty alone.
The third narrative, cultural deficiency, is rooted in the belief that a “no-excuses”
environment is imperative to eradicate the “street” behaviors that students learn from and
experience at home and outside of the school environment (Skiba et. al, 2016). This whitecentric narrative places normativity in the non-racially isolated experience, causing the system to
view any other experience as anti-social and unaligned with expected behaviors. A lack of
cultural sensitivity training and culturally relevant curriculum in schools continue to perpetuate
this narrative.
These myths that fuel arguments for exclusionary discipline and consequently validate
the resulting disparities are, in fact, why we continue to see an overreliance on isolation tactics.
When students are frequently removed from the classroom by suspension or expulsion, they are
more likely to drop out, become entangled in the juvenile justice system, and end up in jail as
adults (Diaz, 2015). The “...perceived and actual linkage between exclusionary discipline and
justice system involvement led youth and civil rights advocates to coin the term ‘school-toprison pipeline,’” a key trend and point of discussion in civil rights discourse (Skiba et. al, 2016,
p. 3).
Discipline Disparities
As stated earlier, there is a clear discipline disparity between specific populations of
students in schools. A 2018 report from the United States Government Accountability Office
found that “...black students accounted for 15.5 percent of all public school students yet
represented 39 percent of students suspended from school” (p. 12). The report also notes that
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students identified with a disability, made up 11.7 percent of the public school student
population, yet are “overrepresented” in the pool of students who have experienced suspension
by 13.2 percentage points. To put these alarming statistics into context, the United States
Commission on Civil Rights 2019 report on school discipline policy and connections to the
school-to-prison pipeline summarized from their extensive country-wide data collection that
“...students of color as a whole, as well as by individual racial group, do not commit more
disciplinable offenses than their white peers – but black students, Latino students, and Native
American students in the aggregate receive substantially more school discipline than their white
peers and receive harsher and longer punishments than their white peers receive for like offenses
(U.S. Commissions on Civil Rights, 2019, p. 10).
Moreover, the increasing use of “zero-tolerance” policy has turned smaller school
offenses or “misbehaviors” (dress code, use of profanity, ‘talking back,’ etc.) into ones that are
punishable by suspension or expulsion, further solidifying the “prison track” for these
disaggregate groups of students. In fact, a student who has been suspended and/or expelled at
least once is “...nearly three times as likely to come into contact with the juvenile justice system
within the next year” (U.S Commissions on Civil Rights, 2019, p. 38). Additionally, a look at the
demographics of individuals in the adult prison system shows that over 70% of those inmates did
not graduate high school. Over half of the students within the juvenile justice system
demonstrate below-average levels of academic achievement for their grade level (U.S.
Commissions on Civil Rights, 2019).
The school-to-prison pipeline comprises a disproportionate number of students of color
whereas, “black juveniles represent only 15 percent of the general juvenile population, but about
40 percent of all confined juveniles… [showing that] more than two thirds of juveniles placed in
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correctional settings are youth of color” (U.S. Commissions on Civil Rights, 2019, p. 41). In
order to understand the trend from school to prison, one must take a look at how and why
students of color within their educational settings are disproportionately affected by exclusionary
and punitive discipline. The first step to dismantle this systemic pipeline is for schools to create
action steps that will address and work towards eliminating discrimination at an individual level,
specifically implicit biases and microaggressions.

Implicit Bias and its Impact on Disciplinary Action
In order to critically analyze the inequity students of color face within our school
systems, one of which being the discipline disparity resulting from the reliance of exclusionary
measures, one must examine a potential factor that perpetuates this inequity- implicit bias.
Implicit bias is a subconscious and subtle form of prejudice that exists in those who hold
privilege, regardless of whether they consciously and explicitly condone racism itself (Romero
et. al, 2020). This type of bias is embedded within almost every facet of our society and
individual lives including our decision making, preference, actions, and beliefs. Categorization
tends to have a narrowing and generalizing effect- people with similar characteristics (in this
case, skin color) are associated with a generalized “essence” assigned to their group. This
“essence” is an amalgamation of assumed experiences, personality types, etc. (Song et. al, 2020).
Ideas and expectations of a member in a particular racial group are often falsely and
unconsciously determined, undermining the individual while perpetuating racism. The social
construct of race, along with these resulting stereotypes, often contributes to implicit bias. One
effect of stereotypes developed through centuries of oppression and discrimination include
“...lowered expectations for many children of color’s academic abilities and potential” (Carter et.
al, 2017, p. 3). For example, the “deviant” stereotype formed specifically around black males has
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been and continues to be used in different forms of media, ultimately reinforcing these damaging
generalizations in our minds (Carter et. al, 2017).
Microaggressions are stigmatizing statements in which implicit biases and stereotypes are
enacted in everyday interactions; usually in passing or during quick exchanges, microaggressions
are demeaning remarks that reinforce racial stereotypes (Carter et. al, 2017). From a disciplinary
lens in an educational setting, a microaggression may look like a teacher overreacting and
deeming a student of color’s actions as automatically threatening (Carter et. al, 2017). The most
individual and micro-level of implicit bias and microaggressions create and uphold systems
rooted in oppressive practices, including our education system. In other words, “implicit bias
reflects, reinforces, and co-creates structural racism” (Romero et. al, 2020, p. 4). Tier 1
implementation of RP has the potential to both indirectly and directly address implicit bias. RP’s
emphasis on relationship building and understanding through communication naturally allows
for a deeper and more personal understanding of students. In a direct way, RP can also be paired
with implicit bias and cultural responsiveness trainings. Recognizing that discipline disparity
exists, and the lack of equitable and anti-racist practices used currently, many school districts
have turned to RP as an opportunity to shift these trends.
Theory of Restorative Practice
Restorative Practices as implemented in school settings draw its theoretical framework
from the Restorative Justice movement, a theory of justice and philosophical approach to crime
that encourages and emphasizes the repairing of harm through taking accountability and
separating the root of behavior from the “doer.” Determining the needs of each party, setting
obligations, and working to come to an understanding ultimately becomes the center of problemsolving. Rather than “subtract” or negate the “doer” or harm, Restorative Justice involves all
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stakeholders in its process for resolution. The “offshoot” of RJ, Restorative Practice (RP) has
been adjusted and applied into an educational setting (Smith et. al, 2015).
In schools, the philosophical mindset that “umbrellas” the specific practices within RP,
including those with close ties to Restorative Justice, is one of building and strengthening
relationships to foster connections within a community. Essentially, one can view the adoption of
RP as a preventative measure, with the goal of deterring or reducing harm and/or negative
behavior (Smith et. al, 2015). Of course, unanticipated behaviors will occur despite the
implementation of these measures. This is when the conflict-resolution side of RP is used- rather
than placing blame on the wrongdoer and placing blame on a specific party, the objective is to
use communication to determine and examine the root of the behavior and to then promote active
responsibility whereby the individuals involved with causing harm utilize a process to take
responsibility for repairing it (Kidde, 2017). The traditional use of punitive punishment and
exclusionary discipline are often viewed as “quick-fixes,” in behavioral management;
realistically, these methods are detrimental to cultivating and maintaining a positive school
environment and fail to heal harm and integrate members back into the classroom community.
Within a multi-tiered systems of support framework, RP is conceptualized as having universal
strategies practiced with all members of the school community and more targeted and intensive
interventions when conflict and harm occurs. According to Kidde (2017), tier 1 processes are
utilized to “build community , create a healthy school climate, and develop social and emotional
skills” (p. 6). Tier 2 focuses on repairing relationships when conflict or harm has occurred, and
tier 3 strategies are utilized to help facilitate transition back into the community to support
belonging and re-engagement. What Restorative Practice at tiers two and three, the targeted and
intensive levels, aim to do is separate the “doer” from their actions. Figure 1 illustrates the three
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tiers of RP within a multi-tiered framework. RP gives a time and a space to honor and listen to
the voices of both the “doer” and the victim through a purposeful, facilitated conversation.
Figure 1.
Restorative Practices Tiered Framework (Kervick et al. 2019)

Source: Adapted from Kidde (2017), p. 6-12

Additionally, adopting what is known as an empathetic mindset approach enables adults
within the school system to “...see and value student perspectives and experience, and maintain
and develop a positive relationship grounded in trust and respect, regardless of behavior”
(Romero et. al, 2020, p. 311). When teachers create relationships with their students by investing
in their academic and non-academic goals, interests, hobbies, and lives outside of the classroom,
behaviors are seen as rooted in factors other than the student’s character. When we work to
discover the root of a particular behavior, effective strategies can be used to teach the student to
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take accountability, resolve their conflict, repair any harm, and eliminate any potential for the
same behavior from occurring.
Because the school site I focused on in this thesis is primarily in the tier 1 phase of RP
implementation, I will not elaborate further on tier 2 and 3 RP practices within the context of this
literature review. However, in the next section I will unpack in more detail tier 1 RP practices
that schools typically utilize, including examination of the structure of circles and circle
elements. I begin with a description of how RP circles are implemented within a school setting.
Then I will outline additional practices commonly found in school-based tier 1 RP including
establishing clear expectations and the use of affective language. In addition, I consider the
alignment between the RP framework and racial equity work.
Tier 1 Preventative Restorative Practices
Establishing Expectations. Rules and procedures are imperative to fostering a positive
and safe learning environment. Establishing norms and expectations creates structure and
provides consistency for students. Brainstorming and finalizing these classroom rules and
expectations should be a mutual process between both students and the educator and should
reflect the school’s values, be brief and concise, use positive, affective language, and be posted
in visible places throughout the classroom (Smith et. al, 2015). RP aims to increase student
agency and accountability. To do this, students need to be given high, clear, and consistent
expectations from their teachers. When middle and high school students are treated seriously and
with respect, it tends to be reciprocated. Teachers and students can be explicit about their
expectations for each other, yet the educator further upholds and demonstrates these
expectations, procedures, and values through what is known as teacher sensitivity- being
attentive to students’ emotional and learning needs, encouraging students to participate and
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achieve at higher levels, and caring for and comforting students when needed (Allen et al.,
2013).
Tier 1 Circles. The ways that RP may take shape in the classroom vary, but the most
common tier 1 universal practice strategies used are known as Restorative Circles. BoyesWatson and Pranis (2015), in their implementation manual Circle Forward: Building a
Restorative School Community, describe the theoretical foundations that are both created and
supported by the use of Circles in the classroom. The use of Restorative Circles encompasses the
idea of a whole-child approach to learning, meaning students are provided a time and space for
Social Emotional Learning. Some of these skills include building resilience, coping skills,
perspective-taking etc. In the RP model, the adult “...[becomes] sensitive to the individual needs
of [their] students…[fostering] genuine interest…” in students’ passions, learning styles,
strengths, and areas of growth (Gregory et. al, 2015, p. 7). It is shown that adolescents respond
best to an Authoritative disciplinary climate, where expectations, community values, and respect
are mutually understood and reciprocated between students and adults (Gregory et. al, 2015).
Building a relationship with students means to give them the opportunity to have a stake in their
own educational process.
The act of relationship building that is strengthened by the use of these circles falls
under a whole-school approach; this refers to the connectedness and attachment students feel to
their school and to the members within their community (Boyes-Watson & Pranis et al., 2015).
Teaching using the whole-child approach that RP coincides with is inherently opposite of
traditional structures of power we are accustomed to in our public school systems. The teacherstudent hierarchy that exists in the classroom only prohibits a mutual learning process that can
happen through different experiences, cultures, and interests. The outdated and detrimental
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“banking” concept of education that Paulo Freire once coined is the idea that the teacher knows
all and the students know nothing, the teacher disciplines while the students are disciplined, and
that the teacher chooses academic content, and the students have no choice but to adapt (Freire,
2017). This is an ineffective method and fails to recognize the student as an autonomous
individual. The core function of RP Circles is to break down the traditional power structure seen
in schools. The teacher and students are equally integral to the Circle process, and conversation
is never dominated by one party.
Boyes-Watson and colleagues (2015) differentiate the types of Circles used within the
different levels of the tiered system of support. The universal tier 1, or preventative use of
Circles is commonly referred to as a Community Building Circle. Participants are asked to sit in
a physical circle, which “...allows everyone to see everyone else and to be accountable for one
another face to face (Boyes-Watson et. al., 2015, p. 29). The geometry of this
arrangement eliminates any potential for “sides,” instead promoting connectedness and equity.
Once participants are physically situated and comfortable, the actual Circle process can ensue.
When implemented with fidelity, the components of Restorative Circles should include a
mindfulness moment, opening ceremony, centerpiece, talking piece, identifying values, and
creating guidelines, guiding questions, and a closing ceremony.
The Circle process typically begins with a mindfulness moment- a quick exercise that
sets a calm and positive tone. A visualization or breathing activity helps participants regulate
their minds and bodies while disconnecting from stimuli outside of the Circle. After the
mindfulness moment, the facilitator leads the opening ceremony. Typically shared as a quotation,
poem, or lyric, the opening ceremony symbolizes a release of guards and a welcoming of
reflection and vulnerability within the space (Pranis, 2005). Both the talking piece and

21

centerpiece are imperative in Circle practice; the talking piece is a physical object that the
facilitator chooses for the participants to pass around. The object may have relevance to the topic
or questions asked in the circle or is an item that holds value or meaning to the facilitator and/or
group. When a participant receives the talking piece in the round, it means only they hold the
ability to share while other participants actively listen. The centerpiece, again, can be an object
either chosen by the facilitator of that day or decided by the members of the Circle. Placed in the
physical center of the Circle, the centerpiece creates a focal point that should represent the values
and shared visions of the group (Boyes-Watson & Pranis, 2015). It is important that the meaning
behind both of these pieces are explained in order to connect to all participants.
Identifying values and creating guidelines should be a collective and unifying process
that comes prior to the actual Circle share. The key to participants having a stake in designing
and personalizing their own Circle experience comes with open discussion of their individual
values and expectations. Then, through group consensus, guidelines can be created from
commonly shared values. Creating a collective list of guidelines that embodies the communities’
expectations to uphold a safe and comfortable sharing space is an important step that upholds
both the integrity and equity of RP. For reference, Boyes-Watson and Pranis (2015) describe the
typical and basic guidelines as follows:
•

“Respect the talking piece.

•

Speak from the heart and listen from the heart.

•

Personal information shared in the Circle is confidential except where safety is at
risk.

•

Remain in the Circle” (p. 31).
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These guidelines can be suggested and included with the more specific values and expectations
discussed as a group. Again, the goal is not to make participants feel constrained or restricted by
rigid rules, but rather collaboratively create a space where everyone feels comfortable and open
to share.
In explaining the Circle process, scholars describe the main “bulk” as the time designated
for discussing and answering the guiding questions (Boyes-Watson & Pranis, 2015). These
questions will most likely be geared towards or pertain to the topic or theme of the Circle for that
specific session and aim to spark discussion and/or reflection. There is no set number of prompts,
however, it is typical for the facilitator to pose around 1-4 questions. When generating these
questions for the Circle process, it is important to openly invite participants into the
conversation. A common practice is to start by using broader, lower-stake questions and build up
to ones that are more specific to a topic, lesson, or discussion. Focusing on asking students to
share stories or speak on experience and their resulting feelings can help them connect or relate
to their peers. When diverse experiences and stories are shared within the Circle, it creates the
opportunity for students to better understand their own perspective in relation to others; it is even
common for students to relate their piece to something another student previously said in the
session, ultimately building and strengthening relationships in the classroom.
Guiding questions may also address harm or painful events that may have occurred inside
or outside the classroom community. It is important to transition from talking about these events
to discussing what may be done to work towards healing pain and restoring a safe and
comfortable environment. In these instances, reinforcing and verbalizing that opting to pass is
always valid will help students feel secure.
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The final component of the Circle process is the closing ceremony. After every
participant has had a chance to speak on the last guiding question, the Circle keeper can close the
session. This is the time where the Circle keeper acknowledges and thanks members of the Circle
for their willingness to participate. The opening and closing of Restorative Circles are to
emphasize that the Circle’s particular space and time is something separate from the normal
school day. Thus, to prepare students to return to the regular space and schedule of their lives,
tying the end of the session up with a breathing exercise, pat on the back, or a gratitude check
goes a long way (Pranis, 2005).
In this process, the facilitator is known as the circle keeper (Kidde, 2017). They are the
individual who designs the session and facilitates the process, specifically during the opening,
creating guidelines, and closing. To uphold equity, it is important that the keeper supports the use
of the talking piece and restates the group expectations before the guiding questions. Restorative
Circles break down power structure or teacher-student hierarchy, meaning the keeper is also
viewed and treated as a participant. The educator or other adults in the room are encouraged to
become a member of the circle; showing vulnerability and a willingness to participate builds
trust in the process, and more importantly, the educator.
Restorative Circles are malleable, meaning the basic form of the procedure can be used to
achieve a wide range of goals and objectives. Sometimes they are implemented in the form of
class meetings, in which group decisions, problem solving, and “check-ins,” are prioritized.
Socratic Seminars are an academic form of RP, yet still maintain the integrity and concept of
equitable participation and the sharing of differing opinions, values, and ideas. The formality of a
Circle can also vary depending on the topics of discussion or purpose of the meeting. Informal
Circles are frequent and considered a universal and school-wide practice, meaning they are
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“...intended to allow students to answer truthfully and honestly to questions or prompts” (Smith
et. al, 2015, p. 93). Formal Circles are typically used at a tier 2 level, to resolve conflict. It is
important that there is a balance between using these two types, otherwise students will
negatively associate the Circle process with discipline or “doing something wrong” (Smith et. al,
2015).
Affective Language. Another common tier 1 Restorative Practice utilized in schools that
helps students grow a sense of identity and agency is the use of affective statements and
questions. Language is a powerful tool that can influence the way students perceive themselves
(Smith et. al, 2015). To uphold high expectations and encourage agency in all students, it is
important to dismantle the traditional student-teacher hierarchy and overly competitive
atmosphere. For example, using identity-building statements helps students adopt the identity
and role they are immersed in or working towards (e.g., in biology class referring to students as
biologists). This practice helps students situate themselves in an identity and asks them to
question whether or not the characteristics of said identity apply to them (Smith et. al, 2015).
Agency statements work in the same way, making sure to use positive language that follows a
growth mindset. Rather than making objective, “innate” statements, educators should instill
accountability and agency in students by prompting and teaching students to question their own
process, efforts, and action steps to work towards a goal. Agency statements are not exclusively
used as praise, but can help students learn how to self-regulate. These statements can also avoid
generalizing someone’s character by a particular action. Using “I feel,” or “I felt” statements
demonstrate how emotions and harm can be viewed as temporary and things that can be worked
towards healing with conversation.
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Adjustments to an educator’s classroom organization and his/her/their use of language
should result from a “big-picture” teaching philosophy that prioritizes more than just the
academic component of education. The whole-child approach to education, which RP has been
built upon, works to meet the social and emotional needs of students before expecting them to
succeed academically. Building and maintaining a baseline positive learning environment and
school climate through the use of these practices creates a “...twofold ability to respond to what
is happening and consciously work to strengthen relationships and prevent issues from
occurring” (Thorsborne & Blood, 2013, p. 43).
Restorative Practice and Racial Equity
The Every Student Succeeds Act, reauthorized in 2015, works to deter the regular use of
exclusionary discipline by requiring schools to collect and report data on frequency of use of
punitive/exclusionary discipline, granting districts with funds to support positive behavioral
intervention programs, supporting the creation of alternative behavioral plans, and identifying
these numbers disaggregated by subgroups of students (Gregory & Fergus, 2017). Curtailing the
use of exclusionary discipline is a first step, yet a more comprehensive and equitable framework
for behavioral management is needed.
Roberts and Rizzo’s (2021) psychological research found that seven factors contribute to
the racism in America as we see it today. The research is broken down into the factors of
categories, factions, segregation, hierarchy, power, media, and passivism. The need to first
address these factors, and then actively work to dismantle the ones most prevalent in our schools
can be mitigated by the core principles of RP. The assumed “essence” of a racial group
mentioned earlier fuels generalizations or stereotypes, causing prejudice towards and
discrimination against those individuals. Categorizations are inherently narrowing and
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impersonal, failing to recognize the individual as more than a “shared” descriptor which
emphasizes differences between groups. In contrast, RP “...[focuses] on relationships,
empowerment, and collaboration [and] can mitigate against rigid categorical thinking and its
associated effects by the sharing of diverse experiences that break stereotypes in proactive
relationship circles and even responsive circles when harm has been done regarding labeling
others” (Song et. al, 2020, p. 9). At all tiered levels of RP, students and teachers engage in
practices that build relationships and a deeper understanding of each member within the
community. Gregory, Skiba, and Mediratta (2017) suggest that racial discipline disparity can be
mitigated through the implementation of a Framework for Increasing Equity in School
Discipline. The Framework, comprised of 10 RP-based principles, addresses the multiple
ecologies in education and schooling “...including intrapersonal (educator beliefs and attitudes),
interpersonal (quality of individual and group interactions), instructional (academic rigor,
cultural relevance and responsiveness of instruction), and systems levels (access to behavioral
supports and avenues for collaborative approaches to resolving conflicts)” (p. 254).
I must acknowledge that there is detriment in only relying on RP, especially at the tier 1
level, to dismantle racial inequity within the educational setting. We must re-emphasize the
original roots of racial and restorative justice within this framework. The linkage between RP
and the racial inequity begins with understanding that “...racial identities are not merely
reflections of societal relations within educational contexts... rather are actively constructed
within educational settings. Educational institutions implicitly and explicitly give power and
status to some social groups, while denying others” (Evans et. al, 2017, p. 6). With the
recognition of varying social standings determined by the social construction of race, it becomes
possible to both engage with and be critically reflective of these”... hierarchical relationships,
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[while making] explicit areas of privilege and power” evident, with the goal of balancing and
sharing power” (Evans et. al, 2017, p. 4).
Furthermore, RP provides clear ties between SEL and equity-based discipline (Gregory
and Fergus, 2017). The tiered system of RP provides the opportunity for students to reflect on
their role in the classroom and how this influences particular interactions. When conflict occurs,
RP encourages SEL through a reflecting process- students and teachers work together to answer
questions that address harm, honor all perspectives, and restore relationships. Questions like
“what happened,” “what were you thinking at the time,” and “who was involved and how may
those parties have been affected” are framed around perspective-taking and teach/re-teach
students to look at the consequences of their actions from both an internal and external
standpoint.
Outcomes of Restorative Practice Implementation
Many school districts across the country have pinpointed the overreliance of exclusionary
discipline as a direct result of a hostile and fragmented school environment. As a result, adoption
of RP has been one direction that school districts have taken to shift current practices away from
exclusionary discipline. For instance, the Pittsburgh Public School (PPS) District in
Pennsylvania noticed that there was an overall student distrust of teachers, staff, and adults
within the schools. In a 2013-2014 survey, 18% of students felt they must be ready to fight and
defend themselves, 35% of students felt negatively towards the way teachers treated them, and
20% of the student population had experienced at least one suspension, 28% of which identified
as African American males (Augustine et. al, 2018). PPS received a grant and contracted with
the International Institute for Restorative Practice (IIRP) to initiate what is known as the
SaferSanerSchools™ Whole-School Change program- also known as PERC (Augustine et. al,
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2018). The program was a formal implementation process that included the in-depth training of
staff through learning, modeling, and experiencing key elements of RP such as Proactive Circles,
Restorative Conferences, Fair Process and Affective Statements. (IIRP, 2011). After two years of
PERC implementation, Pittsburgh Schools that utilized the PERC program saw a 36% decrease
in the number of days lost due to suspension for the 2016-2017 school year (Augustine et. al,
2018). Additionally, suspensions of African American students and low-income students also
significantly decreased. In this study, Augustine et al., (2018) compared 22 schools
implementing RP to 22 control schools and reported a statistically significant reduction in school
days lost due to suspension.
Furthermore, in reviewing teacher and student survey data from two high schools
implementing RP, Gregory et al., (2015) found that increased RP use not only reduced discipline
referrals but also strengthened relationships between teachers and students. Mansfield and
colleagues (2018) reported reduced suspension rates in a high school that adopted RP.
Additionally, Augustine et al., (2018) compared 22 schools implementing restorative justice to
22 control schools and reported a statistically significant reduction in school days lost due to
suspension. In addition to these studies, it was found that RP was appropriate to use specifically
for high school students due to an increased chance of “at-risk” experiences as adolescents.
During adolescence, middle and high school-aged students are going through “...gender maturity,
learning readiness, and other developmental differences that can profoundly impact [their]
experience of school” (Lieber et. al, 2017, p. 4). At the tier 1 level implementation, RP both
addresses and encourages students to practice social emotional learning in a comfortable and safe
environment (Manassah et. al, 2018).
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While emerging research suggests the positive effect of RP implementation in reducing
exclusionary disciplinary practices, it is important to note that RP itself is not enough to fight the
rooted systemic racism that causes these disproportionate rates of suspension for youth of color.
Implicit bias in schools must be addressed and reduced, whether that be through the use of
school psychologists to educate school and district staff about bias and its broad effects on
education (Romero et. al, 2020), the use of a more culturally relevant/diverse curriculum
representative of all students (Gregory et al., 2017), or both with the addition of RP.
Furthermore, a recent question that scholars have examined is whether or not the traditional
practices (e.g., Circle process) are enough to decrease racial disparities. There may be an
additional component necessary to the practice- a direct, explicit, and frequent focus on race and
equity issues during these conversations (Song & Swearer , 2016), particularly when considering
how practitioners of RP can build effective relationships between youth and adults.
Gaps in the Literature
Currently there is scant quantitative specific literature that solely explores the student
perspective on the experience of participating in RP Community Building Circles and the ways
in which RP improves students’ relationships and sense of community within schools. If the
implementation of RP aims to amplify student voices and accentuate the importance of both
teachers and students in the learning process, it’s critical to focus on how students feel about RP.
A newly published study by Skrzypek and colleagues (2020) examined middle school student
perspectives on RP circle processes as it relates to responding to behavior issues and conflict
resolution. They found that overall students in grades 5-8 in their sample felt positively about
circle experiences with regard to addressing behavior and conflict resolution, however they noted
that fifth graders had more positive feelings about circles than 8th graders and they noted
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variations in how Black girls perceived their circle experience. This study provides an important
contribution to the literature in that it aims to evaluate the student experience with RP circles
rather than just student outcomes, yet the authors assert more studies are needed to understand
student perspectives on circle processes. Therefore, this thesis aims to add to the literature by
analyzing survey data with regard to students’ perceptions of their relationships and sense of
belonging within the context of a school implementing tier 1 Restorative Circles. I will further
analyze how high school students who have experienced tier 1 Circle implementation and report
their sense of belonging and quality of relationships.
Study Design and Methodology
This study is a secondary data analysis of survey data collected in a northern VT school
district which I will refer to as “Lakeview School District”. The research conducted through this
thesis is part of a larger community based participatory action research project being facilitated
by the school district and faculty from the College of Education and Social Services at the
University of Vermont.
Research Questions
The purpose of my analysis was to explore high school students’ responses to selected
survey questions that focused on their relationships with their teacher and their sense of
belonging within the context of their school. Lakeview School District comprises six elementary
schools, two middle schools and one high school serving grades 9-12. The district is located in a
refugee resettlement community and the school population includes children from diverse
cultural, ethnic, linguistic, and national backgrounds that contrast with the homogenous, majority
white population of the state. Lakeview High School began the RP implementation process back
in 2016 starting with the use of community, or Restorative Circles at a tier 1 level. Each year, a
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team of teachers, administrators, and professionals carefully curates a survey (altered to the
appropriate reading level of the target age) that is administered to students in 3rd-12th grades.
Since my focus is at the high school level, I decided to analyze the questions and answers created
for the middle/high version of the survey. I also chose to use the questions and answer results
from the student survey released at the end of the 2018-2019 school year because of the
complexity of adapting RP online during the COVID-19 pandemic.
There were a few factors that contributed to the formation of my research questions, one
being a lack of student perspective and testimonials in existing literature on impact of RP. From
there, I determined that the intended outcomes of implementation can be summarized as 1)
fostering a positive school climate through relationship building, promoting agency and student
voice, which (2) decreases the need for disciplinary action in general and reduces that existing
disparity. RP follows the whole-child model and is implemented as a whole-school approach. In
order to achieve a positive and productive school community, it is important to make sure
students of all identities feel safe and included in the classroom. To measure students’ general
experiences of relationships and how they feel within a learning community implementing RP, I
analyzed responses to survey questions that measured quality of student relationships with adults
and sense of belonging. I also compared answers from respondents of color (who I will refer to
as students of the global majority) and white respondents. I use this language to both honor and
match the district’s adoption of the term “students of the global majority” as an alternative to
“minority,” due to the majority of the global population being Brown, Black, Arab, Asian,
Latinx, and/or Indigenous (Lim, 2020). The primary research questions that guided this study
are:
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1. Do secondary students feel a sense of belonging in the classroom community?
2. How are secondary students experiencing relationship building with adults in a
high school that has begun implementation of tier 1 RP?
3. Do secondary students feel like they are being treated differently in school
because of their identity(s)?

Data Collection
The method I chose to answer the research questions I developed was a secondary data
analysis of survey data derived from the school district administered 2019 Restorative Practices
student Survey. IRB approval was granted to faculty at UVM engaged in the community-based
research project for secondary analysis of existing Lakeview School District RP adult and
student de-identified data and my work on secondary data analysis falls under this IRB.
Secondary data analysis is a research method that involves analyzing data that was collected by
someone other than the researcher. In this case I was provided access to raw de-identified student
survey data collected by the school district during the 2018-2019 school year (Picciano, 2004).
This data was shared with me through a data sharing agreement between the school district and
research faculty at the University of Vermont.

Question Selection
Each of the primary research questions in my thesis study correlates with either a
question or a grouping of survey questions from the 2019 Restorative Practice student survey.
For my first research question, I examined results from Survey Question #1: “I feel like my voice
matters in this class.” For my second research question, I analyzed responses to Question #13:
“There is at least one adult here I can talk to if I have a problem,” Question #14: “There are
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adults here who care about what happens to me,” and Question #15: “Teachers are friendly to
students at this school.” My final research question was specifically focused on the questions
created to measure student perception of microaggressions. These included Question #19: “I feel
excluded by others because of my race/ethnicity, disability, lack of money, ELL, or LGBTQTIA
identity,” and Question #20: “I feel my classroom contributions are ignored because of my
race/ethnicity, disability, lack of money, ELL, or LGBTQTIA”.
In selecting which questions to analyze, first I considered which questions from the
School District 2019 Restorative Practice Student Survey best aligned with themes I explored
through my literature review. After examining all 26 questions of the survey (excluding the first
six “identifying” questions) I decided to choose six that pertain to the goals/results of RP
implementation explicated in existing literature and studies. Furthermore, I chose questions that
do not directly relate to discipline, as my interest in RP is its relational quality to other factors
within the school setting. Most literature focuses on the specific practice of reducing discipline
disparity at the tier 2, targeted level. I am interested in how an overall positive school climate can
be created and maintained through tier 1 practices, starting with relationship building and
belonging within a community.
Throughout most of the literature on Restorative Practice, the main “lens” used to both
explore and gage the effectiveness of these practices is equity. My goal when organizing and
analyzing these survey results was to find out whether or not inconsistencies or differences in
answers existed between students of the global majority (SGM) and white students. For better
reference, the School District offered nine different race categories for students to choose, one
being “Self-Describe” in case a student’s race was not listed; the available categories include
“African,” “American Indian/Alaskan Native,” “Asian, Asian-American,” “Black/African-
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American,” “Hispanic or Latino,” “Multiracial,” “Native Hawaiian/Other Pacific Islander,”
“Self-Describe,” and “White/Non-Latino/Caucasian.” For organizational purposes, I kept the
original number of the questions from the survey and will refer to them by those numbers.
Figure 2

Research Question and Correlating Survey Questions
Note. I created organizing “buckets” in order to show how the six survey questions I chose
influenced the creation of these research questions.
Research Question 1. The first question I chose to examine, survey question 1: I feel
like my voice matters in this class, pertains to student voice. While there are similarities to the
themes and category of Questions 13, 14, and 15, Question 1 aims to measure students’ sense of
importance and belonging in both inside and outside of the classroom. Similar to other parts of
the survey, Question 1 relates to equity- whether or not all students feel listened to in their
school, not just during the Circle process, regardless of their identity. One intended result of
implementing RP is to unify the classroom and school community together through
strengthening students’ perceptions of themselves as stakeholders in their own education.
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Restorative Circles work to increase student agency and their overall desire to influence their
learning process. This question measures whether or not they feel like they are heard; the
Community Building Circles and the use of tier 1 RP strategies within Lakeview High School
should help students understand their value in the classroom and a sense of belonging to the
learning community.
Research Question 2. The next series of survey questions I chose to analyze best align
with how students are experiencing relationship building given the context that Lakeview High
School has begun to implement tier 1 RP. While these questions do not directly ask students to
reflect on their experiences and feelings on Circles, they are indicative of the idea that students’
confidence in teachers and their school can increase through the effective use of RP:
Survey Question #13: There is at least one adult here I can talk to if I have a problem.
Survey Question #14: There are adults here who care about what happens to me.
Survey Question #15: Teachers are friendly towards students at this school.
Questions 13 and 14 aim to ask the students about the depth and level of security they feel in
their relationships with adults in the school. Question 15 targets students’ observation and their
perception of overall “school climate”- whether or not they feel students other than themselves
are treated in a positive manner by their teachers and other faculty.
Research Question 3. The last set of questions I chose relate specifically to whether
students feel that they are treated differently as a result of their identity. Question 19 and 20 of
the survey directly ask students if they feel their identity(s) affects the way others view and treat
them in the classroom. Although both questions list various possible identities (race/ethnicity,
disability, lack of money, English Language Learner , or LGBTQTIA that students may feel
excluded due to, for my own purposes and research I am only focusing on the racial component.
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With this being said, I do recognize the intersectional nature of these questions and realize that
discrimination and students’ feelings of exclusion or discrimination can be a result from a
combination of identities or none at all. The questions I examined are as follows:
Survey Question #19: I feel excluded by others because of my race/ethnicity, disability,
lack of money, English Language Learner, or LGBTQTIA identity.
Survey Question #20: I feel my classroom contributions are ignored because of my
race/ethnicity, disability, lack of money, English Language Learner, or LGBTQTIA
identity.
In my literature review, I discussed trends in which certain populations of students, particularly
SGM, are disproportionately affected by exclusionary and punitive punishment. Many studies
indicate specifically that African, Black/African American, and Hispanic/Latino students are
most likely to face these types of punishment more frequently than their white peers. For my data
analysis, however, I made the decision to group all students who do not identify as white, and
exclude any blanks or “non-answers” from the totals in the comparison pie charts. I made the
decision to include all students of the global majority in my comparisons to stay consistent with
the way Lakeview School District organizes their student data. Although my collapsed data
categories only include white, students of the global majority, and “non-answers” classifications,
each question contains the specified race of each student.

Data Organization and Analysis
In order to organize the data provided by Lakeview School District, I used the platform
Microsoft Excel. I created six new tabs by copying and pasting the original data sheet I was
provided; these six tabs represent each of the questions I chose to analyze- Questions 1, 13, 14,
15, 19, 20. Next, in each copy I deleted all other columns besides the six beginning “identifying”
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and designated questions for that specific tab (e.g. each tab is named after its question, so the
first tab is dubbed “Question 13”). From this point, I used the “sort” function in Excel to
organize each tab by the second “identifying” question the students were asked to answer: racial
identity. The system automatically organized each row (student) by the specific race category
that the School District provided as an option. Since I am comparing SGM answers to white
answers for each question, I decided to add a column coded “Collapsed Race Categories.” This
column is less specific than the racial identities that Lakeview provided and notes whether the
student is a student of the global majority (SGM), white, or a “non-answer.”
72 students utilized the ability to “self-describe” through manually typing their race. In
order to fit these students into either the categorization of students of the global majority or
white, I went through each “self-describe” answer to see if/where the student would fit. To keep
the integrity and accuracy of the data, I classified certain students as “non-answers” (e.g., those
who answered “American,” “wolfcat,” “alien,” etc.). Many multiracial students utilized the “selfdescribe” function, so I ended up adding them into students of the global majority, or SMG for
short. For example, some students who I added into the SGM group self-identified as “light
skin,” which I interpreted to mean either biracial or a person of color with a lighter skin
complexion/pigmentation. Other students answered with write-ins such as “Irish,” or
“White/Bosnian” which I categorized as white. Once I did this process for each tab, I used the
“sort” function to organize each data set by “Collapsed Race Category,” making it easier to count
the total respondents for both the SGM and white categories (excluding “non-answers”). In total,
I calculated these totals of respondents:
Students of the Global Majority: 500 students (38.5 % of total respondents)
White Students: 727 students (56% of total respondents)

38

Non-Answers: 71 students (.055% of total respondents).
Each question (disregarding the first six “identifying” questions) are paired with a Likert scale.
For Questions 1, 13, 14, and 15, students can choose from six options to measure their
feelings/opinions on each statement/question:
1. Always
2. Often
3. Sometimes
4. Rarely
5. Not at All
6. I Don’t know.
Questions 19 and 20 provide the same answer options but also include “Does not Apply” as an
answer. Additionally, some students chose to leave certain questions unanswered, which I
counted separate from the total of each chart. It is also important to clarify that these answer
choices’ meanings may change according to wording of the statement/question at hand. For
example, Question 19 is stated as “I feel excluded by others because of my race/ethnicity,
disability, lack of money, English Language Learner, or LGBTQTIA identity.” In this case, the
answer choice “Always'' would exhibit a general feeling of negativity whereas “Not at All''
would demonstrate a general feeling of positivity.
Microsoft PowerPoint was used to create the side-by-side comparison pie charts. After
going back into Excel and re-organizing each tab by my own “Collapsed Race Categories,” I
started by counting the totals for the SGM group. Excel automatically organizes all other data
columns alphabetically, so I began by counting and manually writing the total of SGM who
answered “Always,” “I Don’t Know,” etc.. Once the SGM respondents were all accounted for, I
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moved on to the white respondent group and repeated the same process. Both groups had a
number of respondents who chose not to answer, which I decided to include below each
question’s designated pie chart comparison. After completing these steps for each question, I
plugged in the calculated amounts into the “pie chart” function of PowerPoint. There are six
figures in total, each with two side-by-side charts for easy comparison. The “pie chart” function
of PowerPoint automatically calculates the percentage of each whole (excluding those who chose
not to answer), and are accurate to the SGM and white charts separately.
For a more representative and conclusive visual, I included the actual number of
respondents above each percentage. It is important that comparisons are not made between the
SGM percentages and white percentages because the total number of respondents in the SGM is
500 and 727 for white.

Researcher Identity Statement
Within the tradition of qualitative research, Glesne (2016) discusses the importance of
reflecting on the researcher’s subjectivity. Prior to beginning the process of secondary data
analysis, I felt it was important to reflect on and acknowledge my own potential biases and
perspective. I discovered the theory of Restorative Practice as a first-year undergraduate student
majoring in Secondary Education and minoring in Special Education. As a proponent of
equitable, non-bias education and the whole-child approach, I found myself intrigued by
behavioral theory and its adaptation into the multi-tiered system of support model many schools
in Vermont have adopted.
As someone who wholeheartedly believes in the importance of social emotional learning,
mindful practice, and meeting the non-academic related needs of students in educational settings,
Restorative Practice holds the potential to transform our traditional and current state of public
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schools in the United States. Our current institutions and systems rely heavily on isolation tactics
that view behavior at a surface level, neglecting the root behind an action. Restorative Practice,
whether this be in our criminal justice or education system, helps us work towards a long-term
solution rather than short-term fixes.
My views have been primarily formed through my post-secondary education; however,
my own high school experiences have further inspired my avocation for RP implementation. As
someone who went to a largely populated and considerably diverse high school, the prioritization
of students making deep and meaningful connections with teachers was lost. Instead, the cold
and academically competitive atmosphere I experienced made for a negative and untrusting
school community. Disruption and “unwanted behaviors” were seen as random and malicious,
thus were treated by exclusionary and punitive disciplinary measures. It always seemed like the
school’s academic performance preceded my own individual needs, ones that needed to be
addressed before my teachers expected me to perform at a high level.
It is for these reasons why my voice throughout my work has remained relatively
optimistic and in favor of RP implementation. As a white woman pursuing a career in education,
I recognize my favorability, but am still in the process of further questioning and examining
aspects of Restorative Practice that I feel need development in order to improve the experience
of students within our school systems. While I acknowledge I hold this perspective, I took
measures to mitigate bias when analyzing the survey results by discussing my findings and
interpretation of those findings with faculty researchers.

Findings

Figure 3
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Survey Question #1: I Feel Like My Voice Matters in This Class

The broader question (Research question #1) that I proposed explores whether students feel a
sense of belonging in the classroom. The first question of the survey pertains to the closely
related idea of individual voice. The results of SGM respondents and white respondents for
Question #1 of the survey indicate that the majority of students within both groups had a
generally positive feeling about being heard in the classroom. Out of 380 SGM respondents
(excluding the 120 respondents who chose not to answer the question), 29% of students
answered that they “Always'' felt like their voice matters while 27% of students “Often” felt this
way. To compare, 22% of white respondents out of the total of 457 who responded said that they
“Always” feel like their voice matters (270 white respondents chose not to answer the question
and are not counted in the total). 37% of white respondents answered with “Often.”
I totaled the “Always'' and “Often” results for each group. This is because more SGM
respondents chose “Always'' rather than “Often” whereas more white respondents chose “Often.”
Thus, 56% of students of the global majority felt they belonged and generally positive about their

42

voice mattering. 59% of white students (more than half of the respondents for that group) felt
heard and were generally positive about their sense of belonging in the classroom as well.
Figure 4
Survey Question # 13: There is at Least One Adult Here I Can Talk to if I Have a Problem.

The second grouping of survey questions link to the second research question that asks how
secondary students are experiencing relationship building with adults in a high school that has
begun implementation of tier 1 RP. Each question I chose has a specific purpose- to measure
how respondents feel toward their own relationships, the “strength” of said relationship, and the
relationships of others in the school.
The number of respondents who answered “Always” for Question #13 of the survey are
similar to the results from Question #1. Around half of the SGM participants (43%) and white
participants (47%) noted that they felt they had at least one adult in the school setting that they
can go to if they have a problem. Thus, through a qualitative observation (without formal
statistical testing), little egregious noticeable difference exists between both groups.
Figure 5
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Survey Question #14: There are Adults Here Who Care About What Happens to Me.

Different from Question #13, Question #14 asks students to think about their teacher’s
relationship with them. The results for this question indicate that a majority of both the SGM
respondents (40%) and the white respondents (44%) “Always” feel like there are adults in their
school who care about what happens to them. When comparing charts through qualitative
observational methods, most of the percentages (according to the differences in numbers for the
two groups) for each answer category were relatively close. The SGM chart shows that the
answer choices associated with a more negative connotation ( “Rarely” and “Not at All”) were
higher in numbers and occupy larger slices in the pie chart. Additionally, the “I Don’t Know”
answer was chosen by 9% of SGM respondents and 6% of white students. While the numbers
seem virtually the same, a bigger portion of SGM respondents chose “Sometimes,” “Rarely,”
“Not at All,” or “I Don’t Know,” indicating a generally neutral-negative connotation for the
question.
Figure 6
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Survey Question #15: Teachers are Friendly to Students at This School.

Question #15 focuses on students’ perception of school climate and teacher treatment towards
others. With the previous questions discussed, students are asked to answer how they feel about
teacher attitudes and relationships personally. When comparing both charts, there is an evident
visual difference of results between SGM and white students. The biggest differences lie in the
answer categories “Always,” “Often,” and “Sometimes,” where 177 (36%) SGM and 191 (26%)
white students responded with “Always.” For the “Often” answer category, there were a total of
149 (31%) SGM and 307 (43%) white students. A majority of the SGM respondents felt strongly
about the teachers being friendly to students, whereas a majority of white students felt teachers
are friendly to students for the most part (“Often”).
Figure 7
Survey Question #19: I Feel Excluded by Others Because of my Race/Ethnicity, Disability, Lack
of Money, ELL, or LGBTQTIA Identity.
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Questions #19 and #20 were created to measure student experience regarding microaggressions
within the educational setting. Question #19 asks if students ever feel excluded, specifically by
their peers, because of their identity(s). For both groups, the majority of respondents chose “Not
at All;” When broken down, just under half (42%) of SGM and just over half (55%) respondent
this way. Another significant difference in results is the “Sometimes” category, where 72 (15%)
SGM students felt they were sometimes excluded due to identity (compared to 42 white students,
just 6% of the total pool of respondents). The “Often” category results, admittedly for myself,
were most surprising. 56 (12%) of SGM participants and 129 (18%) of white participants feel as
though they are often excluded because of identity.
Figure 8
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Survey Question #20: I Feel my Classroom Contributions are Ignored Because of my
Race/Ethnicity, Disability, Lack of Money, ELL, or LGBTQTIA Identity.

Question #20 is worded in a more explicit and detailed way than Question #19. Whereas the
previous question is more direct and targets effects of subconscious, implicit biases, Question
#20 measures students’ experience with discrimination. The first thing I noticed while comparing
charts is that more than half of the SGM respondents chose an answer other than “Not at All”
(253 respondents out of a total of 484). There is a noticeable difference between SGM and white
students, which is interesting as this question is a tangible outcome of implicit bias, having their
classroom contributions ignored. 62% of white students chose to answer “Not at All,” while 48%
of SGM chose this same option. This would imply that more SGM did not feel definite nor
absolute about their contributions not being ignored due to their identity(s).

Discussion
Significance of Findings
Broadly, the results of the survey indicate that students feel positively about relationship
building, school climate, and an overall sense of belonging within their school implementing tier
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1 RP. The questions that I chose to analyze measure the relational effects of RP and positive
school climate, so I cannot directly attribute these results to the Community Building Circle
process. It does seem, however, that RP could be yielding less distrust and negativity towards the
school community, teachers and faculty, and other peers. Results from Survey Question #1
indicated that students at Lakeview generally feel as though their voice (contributions, opinions,
and participation) matter in their class. Further, this points to a broader sense of “belonging” that
I address in my first research question. Survey question #13, #14, and #15 yielded results that
indicate participants have a generally positive perception of their relationships with the adults at
their school- that the relationship exists, demonstrates a level of care involved, and that their
fellow peers are also cared for by teachers and staff. To answer the “umbrella” research question
encompassing this grouping of survey questions, I would say students both recognize and feel
positively about the prioritization of relationship building and strengthening in their school
community.
Data collected from survey questions 19 and 20 showed the most variation in answers
between the two disaggregated groups. Question 20 directly relates to implicit bias, as students
are asked to answer whether or not they feel their classroom contributions are ignored due to the
identity(s). The preliminary findings from Question 20 may reveal greater racial and ethnic
differences upon further statistical analysis. While I cannot confidently confirm which exact
identity(s) students believed to be a potential reason for different treatment, I would say that my
3rd research question is a bit difficult to concretely answer. Overall, data analysis revealed two
significant considerations related to the survey question wording and the implication of
microaggressions that I wish to illuminate further.
Survey Question Language
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A common thread woven through the literature on RP is equity, whether that be through
work to reduce discipline disparities or amplifying student voice and experience regardless of
identity; I found that the identity most focused on in RP research is race. Most of the outcomes
presented in past studies of secondary schools are pro-RP implementation. In many cases, the
results of these studies demonstrated some kind of decrease in the number of students of color
either suspended and/or expelled, but further concluded that schools must supplement RP with
cultural relevance training, implicit bias training, and consistently track fidelity of
implementation. I chose to compare the answers between SGM and white students to see if both
groups tend to feel the intended byproducts of RP apply to students who identify with another
racial category other than white.
Research Questions #1 and #2 asked students to place themselves both at the center and
outside of their own experiences in the classroom. Research Question #1 asked students to reflect
on their sense of belonging and importance as a “part of the whole,” while Research Question #2
asked how students feel teachers treat them and their peers (targeting the “relationship” aspect of
RP mentioned previously). For the most part, both groups answered almost identically despite
differences in the total number of respondents. This indicates that Lakeview High School, who
utilizes tier one RP practices, has created a generally positive school environment, and was
generally agreed upon by SGM respondents and white student respondents.
Taking a more critical look at these trends, close examination of the wording of the
questions and the student responses raises some important questions to consider around the
wording of survey questions and how students may be interpreting them. Responses to Survey
Question #1 could be a result of the word choice and language.
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Survey Question 1: I Feel Like My Voice Matters in This Class. The use of the word
“matters” versus the possible alternative of “heard” relates more to the idea of a sense of
importance and belonging within a community. I think the use of “matters” as a verb is more
easily understood by the target audience. Not only do they have the opportunity to contribute to
decision making and at the least be “heard,” but that they feel a step further- that they are valued
and needed by their peers and teachers to make the classroom community complete.

Survey Question 13: There Is At Least One Adult Here I Can Talk to If I Have A
Problem. While Survey Question #13 does not directly pertain to students’ experience with RP
Circles, it does indicate the intended “tier 1” relationship-building outcome that results from
implementation. These relatively positive answers can also show that a sense of trust is
reinforced- students do not feel abandoned and left to solve and deal with problems on their own,
but comfortable enough to open up and speak with at least one adult in their school.
Survey Question 14: There Are Adults Here Who Care About What Happens to Me. For
this question, rather than “is there an adult...” meaning a singular person rather than multiple, the
question asks if students feel there are multiple adults as support. Considering these differences,
one tends to wonder if the singular versus plural phrasing was a factor in how students
responded.
Survey Question 15: Teachers Are Friendly to Students At This School. Participants'
responses may be influenced by which teachers they are with throughout the day, what/how
much they are witnessing, and the peer groups they tend to spend the most time around.
Equitable treatment of all students from teachers is implicitly measured through this question.
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Lastly, something to also consider is the subjectivity or differing interpretations of the adjective
“friendly.”

Student Identity

Survey Questions #19 and #20, specifically examined whether students felt they were
treated differently due to their identity. Responses showed the most variation when comparing
the results of the two groups, which could indicate with further statistical analysis a racial or
ethnical discrepancy. The results for the last set of questions shows that students believe the way
they are treated is impacted or influenced by their identity.
The white respondent results illuminate an important point that must be considered when
looking at the results from this data- the question includes more than just racial/ethnic identity
(i.e. disability, lack of money, ELL, or LGBTQTIA identity). One must understand the
constraints of this data; the racial/ethnic identity for the SGM respondents may not be the
identity they most embody, feel connected to, or feel is a reason they are being excluded by
teachers and/or peers. Intersectionality, especially in this case, is important to consider. Students
may have multiple, intersecting identities which are more prominent-and evident- in different
circumstances. As an example, for these two questions, a student who would be considered a
SGM may feel that their identity as LGBTQIA is more indicative of negative treatment.
Similar to the first five Survey Questions discussed, the question of language and its impact on
results is an important focus for additional inquiry. The word choice of Survey Question 19, I
feel excluded by others because of my race/ethnicity, disability, lack of money, ELL, or
LGBTQTIA identity, can be viewed as implicit rather than explicit. Taking a closer look, one
might consider the difference between “excluded,” which is arguably subtle and implies implicit

51

effects of internal and socialized biases. This raises a question as to whether the survey were to
use straightforward language like “discriminated,” or explored student experience with
microaggressions, would there be a larger difference in results between the two groups?
Limitations
There are limits to fully understanding the impact of tier 1 circle implementation with
regard to the survey data that I analyzed as solely interpreting the Likert scale responses does not
present the full picture of how students are experiencing circle processes and what factors
influenced the majority ratings of positive responses. Limitations include my question selection,
as the questions are not directly tied to RP but overall school climate. Other limitations are that
this preliminary analysis is a cross sectional data analysis based on only some items on the
survey and not an entirely wholistic understanding of the relationships among the survey, and a
lack of formal statistical testing. Engaging in further inquiry with students around how they were
interpreting and understanding the survey questions themselves would provide important insight
into what the data is reflecting. In addition, qualitative data such as focus group interviews or
open-ended questions may help illuminate the student experience and perspective around the
positive outcomes of RP circle implementation. This could also identify ways in which tier 1
practice can shift to address student needs, relationship building and fostering a positive school
climate in a broader context.

Implications for Practice and Future Research
At quick glance, the district’s survey results demonstrate that their current use of
Restorative/Community Circles is producing the effects that other RP implementation studies
have reported. The results affirm that students seem to generally appreciate this practice,
whatever capacity and form that may take in their classroom. I would argue that there is more to
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be done to perfect these practices- by measuring student experience in RP in a more in-depth
way through conversations with students to better understand their experience with RP circles as
well as to inform future edits to survey questions.
Expansion of Data Collection Efforts
At the more targeted and reactive level, RP-rather than traditional exclusionary and
punitive disciplinary measures- is used to solve conflict in a mutual process that honors the
voices, perspectives, and experiences of all parties involved. Most of the literature I read focused
on this disciplinary level of RP because of its effectiveness towards reducing the
disproportionality of exclusionary discipline for students of color and/or with disabilities. The
specific practices and methods that are used for conflict and re-entry differ from lower-stake,
community building practices; while they may be less formal, tier 1 practices still have structure,
purpose, and maintain the integrity of RP and its core principle and should be further
investigated to evaluate their impact. I tend to think universal, school-wide initiatives and
practices are most overlooked and less studied than RP in relation to discipline data because of
the tangible results they yield; it is harder to study the process of implementation and prevention,
as you cannot “see” prevention work (Zakszeski & Rutherford, 2021). Discipline data post-RP
implementation can be collected in numbers and be counted to demonstrate a reduction in lost
days, suspended or expelled students, etc. The tier 1 practices, ones that are equally important to
the success of RP at higher levels deserve further evaluation particularly to dive deeper into
understanding, are not being measured as accurately as they could be- and this is due to the lack
of student perspective and experience. Expanding how the district evaluates the student
perspective could be done through a qualitative approach, interviewing students about their
experience, determining the specific topics and questions being asked in the circles, how they
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feel about the frequency of their use, and how to democratize the designing and facilitation
process).
Gregory, Skiba, and Mediratta (2017) propose action steps school districts can follow in
order to support an equity-based framework. These principles of the framework are categorized
under prevention, intervention, and prevention/intervention and play an integral role of
promoting equity at the universal disciplinary levels. “Data-Based Inquiry for Equity,” the sixth
listed principle, notes that in this framework “data [is] used regularly to identify ‘hot spots’ of
disciplinary conflict or differential treatment of particular groups (Gregory et. al, 2017, p. 255).
Not only collecting data, but disaggregated data is important to specifically pinpoint and address
racial disparities when it comes to the use of exclusionary discipline. At the state level, Illinois
began mandating the reporting of disaggregated data on discipline to the top 20% of schools who
use exclusionary discipline starting in 2017 (Gregory et. al, 2017). Consistent and uniform
disaggregated data collection to directly compare results to aptly work towards diminishing
racial disparity in discipline is key to reaching an equitable educational experience.
Addressing Implicit Bias
Considering the data from survey questions #19 and #20 that focused on whether students
felt treated differently as a result of their identity, I would suggest that further action should take
place to ensure that identity is at the core of frequent and consistent discussion (both inside and
outside of designated Restorative Circle time) and threaded throughout curriculum and faculty
training and intervention. While students were not specifically asked about microaggressions,
there is research that suggests schools must do more to address implicit bias. Romero and
colleagues (2020) suggest mitigating implicit bias within schools (and of the individuals who
comprise the school) through both the use of RP and explicit training and interventions. These
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“habit-breaking” interventions are described as consisting of “...multiple components including
training to produce awareness of automatic stereotyping, knowledge about the negative
consequences of bias, implicit bias testing with feedback, and strategies to reduce bias” (Romero
et. al, 2020, p. 313).
Manassah and colleagues (2018) describe strategies that principals and school leaders can
use to lead with social-emotional learning and equity in mind. Establishing a “coaching” process
to create consistency and forming leadership teams with a diverse staff can help individuals work
on breaking habits, targeting biases, and including culturally relevant content in curriculum
(Manassah et. al, 2018). Consistent patterns create solid structure. Solid structure within the
school creates a safe and comfortable environment, opening the door for conversations on race
and topics that are typically met with discomfort, complacency, or even hostility.

Expanding Student Leadership and Ownership for RP Circles
Continuing with and perfecting the practice of tier 1 Community Circles will certainly
produce a more unified and equitable experience for students at the high school. Gregory, WardSeidel, and Carter summarize in their 2020 organize the recurring patterns and themes found in
their qualitative data collection (interviews) of participants predominantly of color (60 percent).
The authors organized their findings into 12 organizing concepts or indicators that comprise an
equity-based framework for RP implementation. Indicator 7 , RP Student Leadership and Student
Voice, is characterized by student participation in RP training alongside staff, diversifying
student leadership positions, student-led Community Circles, and regular opportunities for school
climate feedback (Gregory et. al, 2020).
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Many of these opportunities for student voice have taken form in the Oakland Unified
School District in Oakland, California. OUSD has been at the forefront of RP implementation
and prioritizes student involvement within the process. Their student involvement includes
occupying student union positions, attending student-parent advisory council meetings,
monitoring district budget, and continuing to push for RP and mindfulness within the classroom,
especially after the social and emotional effects of the pandemic (McBride, 2021). Achieving an
equity-based framework supported by a restorative mindset may be difficult to achieve quickly,
yet I think that the products produced from the “lowest-stake” strategies of RP would indicate
that they work. Next steps would include setting aside a designated time to use
Restorative/Community Circles to establish routine within the school day. Once a stable
foundation is set, it is easier to give students the opportunity to make the process their own,
facilitate the way they feel best fits, and ask the questions that they find most important. Studentcentered learning means honoring student autonomy and voice- as educators, we can learn just as
much from students as they can from ourselves.
Conclusion
As research on Restorative Practice within education continues to flourish, it is plausible
to say that its use has the potential to remedy inequity and negative school culture that we see in
traditionally structured public schools. Including diverse and specific student perspectives on RP
seems as though it should automatically be included in the studies of implementation by nature.
Yet, the significant lack of these testimonies at the secondary level are missing vital pieces to
understanding the impact of RP implementation. Restorative Practice honors the students as
individuals; thus, their input should be absolutely mandatory when using practices intended to
better their school experience.
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